Impact of development of the gastrointestinal tract on infant feeding.
We have described the developmental pattern of the gastrointestinal tract under optimal conditions (i.e., low risk pregnancy and normal labor and delivery at term). The tissues do not develop simultaneously, and morphologic and functional development are not concurrent. An important consideration is the effect of suboptimal or even adverse conditions on the developmental sequence and attainment of maturity. Malnutrition during both the prenatal and postnatal periods may restrict the morphologic and biochemical development of the gastrointestinal tract. Dietary modifications have been shown to alter the developmental pattern of intestinal and pancreatic enzymes in animal models. Drugs and hormonal therapy given during pregnancy and early infancy have been known to cause developmental defects, but the specific effects on the gastrointestinal tract have not been evaluated. For further understanding of digestibility of nutrients and absorption in the perinatal period, these departures from the normal development of the gastrointestinal tract and the mechanisms by which these potential effects occur remain to be described. In view of these undetermined factors, in the case of intolerance or unavailability of milk from the natural mother, feedings should be individualized, with attention to direct measurement of enzyme concentrations, balance studies, or both, especially in the case of extreme prematurity or unusual requirements.